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ABOUT THE BOOK

Gangland boss Harry Larkin has taken three bullets and lies dying in a Dublin hospital. Amongst his delusional ravings to Senior Ward Nurse Eveleen Morgan, one name stands out: Detective Inspector Leo Woods. Harry’s message for his old sparring partner Leo: find my daughter Whitney.


Leo is drawn into the murky world of the Larkin family, a hell he thought he had escaped from thirty years earlier. With the help of Detective Sergeant Helen Troy, his search for Whitney turns up more questions than answers, more darkness than light. Who shot Harry Larkin? What secrets are the Larkins hiding? Is there a connection with the young hit-and-run victim lying beside Harry in the intensive-care unit? Why is a Libyan intern at the hospital taking such an interest? And is Leo himself compromised by his past affair with Harry’s wife, Liz?


While Woods and Troy struggle with the truth about a family built on deception, the search for Whitney becomes increasingly desperate. Leo is looking to the future, and a tentative relationship with Eveleen – but the past won’t let him go that easily.
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HERS WAS THE last face some people ever saw. Some never got to see her, never knew how hard she’d worked to save their lives, strained every sinew to drag them back from whatever abyss they’d fallen or been hurled into. For the lucky ones, hers was the face that welcomed them back to the world of the living.

Eveleen Morgan walked slowly along the passage of the Intensive Care Unit. Five beds to her right, five to her left, each one overlooked by a phalanx of small screens. Time moved glacier-like now in the eternal dusk of the ICU ward. In the early hours it had positively raced. Two new admissions, and Eveleen, as senior ward nurse, had been going flat out all night. She wondered how long this spell of calm would last. How long before the families, in the first shock of catastrophe, came running? For her, proximity to death was easier to handle than proximity to grief.

In ICU there were no favourites, no judgements made on a patient’s character, no moral conclusions drawn from the circumstances of their admission. A gangland casualty, a hit-and-run victim – both were equal in this ward. That was the theory. And yet, through the night, it was the hit-and-run boy she’d kept the closest watch on.

David Goode wasn’t a boy really, she thought, but not yet a man. Eighteen, nineteen at most. His face unmarked, almost angelic, his neck broken, his spine snapped. He’d been wearing a helmet when he was knocked from the motorbike somewhere above Kilmacud, south of the city. It hadn’t saved him. When they’d brought him in from A&E a few hours earlier, his eyes had briefly opened. At first, he seemed not to register anything of his surroundings nor did he speak. Then, as she helped a younger nurse to put the neck restraint in place, he looked directly at Eveleen with that knowing sadness of the dying, an expression she’d become too familiar with. Thirty years of experience told Eveleen that David would soon never open his eyes again.

In the bed opposite was Harry Larkin. His stomach mountainous in this prone position, his breath came loudly and wheezily through the oxygen mask. He’d been discovered in his car on the western outskirts of the city in Lucan. He had taken three bullets. One in the right shoulder, one in the neck and one in the head. They’d removed two; the third was lodged in his brain. All night the big man had been a handful. Angry grunts and groans emerged from him as he’d tried to lift himself from the bed before falling back after gaining a mere few inches, clasping his bruised neck in pain. His temperature fluctuated wildly, his blood pressure too.

An air of trepidation prevailed around the nurses who attended to him. They’d seen the Guards stationed in the lobby of the hospital. Eveleen was less apprehensive having seen it all before in Derry, Boston, Riyadh. Harry Larkin, for all his distress, seemed aware of this, attempting to speak only when she was in view. His words had been indecipherable at first and then made no sense. It was too early to tell whether the man was suffering from a temporary dementia or was permanently brain-damaged.

Liam Neeson was in the hospital, he’d told her, making a film with Kevin Costner. Sally Field had a role too, on the run with her daughter from a bunch of fucking Arabs. Eveleen promised to find out what she could about the film, but suspected he’d have forgotten about it next time he woke. Meanwhile, she waited for a decision from the consultant on whether Harry should be put into an induced coma to ease the swelling in his brain. For now, a stillness had come over his great bulk.

Eveleen checked his chart again, the current measurements on the screens above him. She wondered idly what her new life in Dubai would be like. Not, she hoped, a repeat of her brief stay in Kuwait in 1990 – there less than a week when the First Gulf War started and she’d had to high-tail it and leave half her belongings behind. People thought she was mad, of course, venturing off again at fifty, but she had no attachments to speak of. A brother and some nieces she saw little of. And the man who a year before, after a paralysing stroke, had gone back to his wife and kids.

Harry Larkin groaned again and the vice-grips of a bony hand caught Eveleen’s wrist. The thin arm, its flesh loosened with age, still retained great force. Pain never panicked her. Not the pain of others nor her own. She ran her free hand soothingly along the hairy arm. From beneath the oxygen mask, he murmured.

‘What is it, Harry?’ Her voice barely stirred the hush of the ward.

She raised the man’s mask a fraction and listened. His face wizened, elderly, his voice came muted and slow and thick with smoker’s phlegm.

‘Is Leo here?’ he asked.

‘Liam?’ Eveleen said, mishearing the name. ‘Ah, Liam Neeson? No, Harry. No sign of him yet.’

Her attention divided itself between the sweat-streaming face and the screens above. Heart rate reaching three figures and rising. His agitation on the upswing, the big man tightened his hold.

‘Not Liam. Leo. I have to talk to Leo.’

‘Who’s Leo, Harry?’ she asked, wondering if he meant Leo DiCaprio.

‘Leo . . .’ He struggled for breath. The oxygen escaping from the raised mask evaporated on his heated face, made a cascade of his sweat. ‘Leo Woods. Get him for me.’

‘Leo Woods?’

‘Yeah,’ Harry gasped, his blood pressure shooting down. Fast. ‘He’s a Guard. A detective. He’s . . .’

Eveleen released herself and paged the senior registrar while increasing the flow from the infusion pump. She could tell by Harry’s eyes that he was beginning to spin away into an oblivion and was fighting it with all his strength.

‘Tell him to find . . . find Whitney,’ he muttered through gritted teeth. ‘She’s been . . . taken.’

‘No problem, Harry. I’ll do that. I’ll tell—’

The big man’s head slumped sideways. Above him, the screen displays outdid one another in the intensity of their alarms. Soon, Harry Larkin’s bed had been curtained off and a team of six doctors and nurses did their utmost to banish death from the ICU ward. For a little while, at least.

The sliding doors of the hospital entrance weren’t ordinarily in operation at six-thirty in the morning. This was no ordinary morning. The Guards were everywhere. Two of them down at the carpark. A few more in a squad car at the ambulance bay out back. Another pair at the front entrance. All of them had been in place for two hours now, shivering in the frosty fog that cloaked the hospital. They were in no mood for pleasantries. Only the petite black-haired woman defied them.

She appeared, small and wraith-like, out of the fog. Her blue raincoat flowed out behind her as she ran as though held by ghostly retainers. The taps of her high-heeled shoes punched out an insistent staccato. Beneath the coat she wore a short gold dress. The flesh exposed by its low cut was at one with the deathly pallor of her face. The older of the uniformed Guards stood in her path while the younger one stuttered an uncompleted sentence.

‘Are you . . . are you here to see . . . to visit Harry Lar—?’

The woman had all the qualities of beauty in her face but was, at this moment, not beautiful, the symmetry of her features compromised by panic. Instinctively, the younger Guard stepped back and the doors slid open. Before he and his companion could close ranks, the woman had ghosted through the gap between them.

‘That can’t be this Larkin guy’s wife, can it?’ the young Guard said as they watched her sprint along the hospital corridor. ‘I mean the guy’s seventy if he’s a day, right?’

His colleague shrugged. ‘Maybe he’s got a daughter.’

A spectacularly tall and thin middle-aged man, his prematurely greying hair stiff with fright, approached the entrance, a lanky, dread-locked teenage girl at his side. He wore an astonished look and a suit that seemed to belong to a smaller man, long hands and bony wrists hanging uselessly by his side. The pair hesitated, seeming unable to move any further, unwilling to descend into the terrors this hospital contained for them.

Nurse Eveleen Morgan sat in the ICU ward station updating the PC files and the paperwork that made mere numbers of the long, arduous night they’d just been through. Four more days, she thought, and she’d be gone from here and soon forgotten. Such was life. She’d been forgotten before and done her own fair share of forgetting. But Harry Larkin’s deluded ramblings wouldn’t stay forgotten. The consultant had finally decided to put Harry under. The anaesthetist would be here before lunch, but meanwhile a vague sense of urgency bothered Eveleen.

Dementia was far from uncommon among post-operative patients or among the brain-injured. Neither was it uncommon that their delusions centred around the world of film and TV where people got most of their stories these days. Delusions were, after all, merely stories that dulled the pain of reality. She should know, Eveleen reflected wryly, she’d deluded herself often enough. Most delusions made no sense at all. Some did. Some held at least a grain of truth amid the chaff of improbabilities. She wondered if Harry’s delusions fitted in this last category.

Most of what he’d said, Eveleen had figured out by now. Liam Neeson had starred in the film Taken in which his daughter is kidnapped by an Arab sheikh. In The Bodyguard, she seemed to remember, Kevin Costner protected Whitney Houston from some similarly dire fate. When Eveleen had Googled Sally Field, she came across a movie called Not Without My Daughter in her filmography. A woman whose Iranian husband was trying to grab their child. Another bad Arab movie, Eveleen thought.

As for Leo Woods, was he perhaps a character from some Irish film or TV series, or some real-life detective Harry had crossed swords with?

She rang the front desk, asked to speak with one of the Guards posted out front. As Eveleen listened to the echo of her breathing down the phone, she considered how precisely she was going to phrase her first question to the Guard. When he came on the line, she said the first thing that came to her.

‘Is Detective Leo Woods a real person?’
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FOG. OUTSIDE THE window. Inside his head. Another sleepless night on Serpentine Crescent. Detective Inspector Leo Woods let the inch or two of raised blind fall. He’d grown used to these insomniac bouts, the fatigue they induced in him. Tiredness was the least of his troubles when the insomnia hit. The long nights were endurable but the days were a nightmare. A sour nicotine taste in his mouth, a dispiriting weakness in his limbs, the swamp fever of sensory overload. In the dim room Leo searched for a glimmer of consolation in his misery. To his surprise, he found some. It was Sunday morning. He didn’t have to go to work.

He had no idea how long the DVD had been paused. Truffaut’s 1960 classic Tirez sur le Pianiste. The kind of film you didn’t have to leave your brain on hold to watch. A light rail train shuddered past Serpentine Crescent and faded off towards the Sandymount stop. He looked around the bedroom. It might have been the store room for an Oxfam charity shop. Clothes dumped in one corner. Books in another. DVDs piled on top of the wardrobe, framed paintings and posters leaning against its side. Directly opposite the bed, an old wicker laundry box filled with his collection of wall masks. Some destroyed, some merely damaged, the rest intact. He still wondered how he had drifted so seamlessly from an almost obsessive tidiness to this disorderly indifference. That was the trouble with habits: the good ones were too easy to lose, the bad ones too easily drifted into.

Leo lay back on his pillow. He wiped some drool from the collapsed left side of his mouth, a leaking tear from the eye that never closed. Six months had passed since the burst pipes in the attic flooded the house during the Big Freeze. The repairs completed a fortnight before, only the clearing up and the repainting remained to be tackled. There was, he knew, no excuse for living in this self-imposed squalor or for confining himself to this bedroom alone as if it were some kind of squat.

Along the rails that were little more than fifty yards from the house, another train tick-tacked inwards from the suburbs, slowing down for the Lansdowne Road stop. He fished out a half-smoked joint from the ashtray on his bedside table. He lit up, smoked the joint down to his fingernails and waited for the mellowing. The mellowing never came. Instead, one of his two mobiles rang. Not the work one happily.

He picked up the old Nokia Classic, so old it was already postmodern. Superintendent Heaphy. His boss. At eight-fifteen on Sunday morning? It was work.

‘Aonghus, you’re up and about early for a Sunday morning,’ he said.

‘I’m always up and about early. Especially on a Sunday morning. Unlike some.’

Leo let the reference to his godlessness go. Maybe the mellowing was kicking in after all. The super’s voice was slurred and lispy. Didn’t have his new dentures in, Leo supposed. The Hungarian teeth experiment had failed, the ceramic slabs unscrewed from his jawbones and a new plate fitted. The unhealed wounds in his gums, however, had the poor bugger in agony every time he wore the dentures. Whenever he could, he left them out.

‘So, what’s the problem then?’ Leo asked.

‘Harry Larkin was shot last night. They found him in his car on Tandy’s Lane. Nothing from the Technical Bureau people out there yet but it’s not looking good for him.’

Leo sat up. Harry Larkin. A real blast from the past. A double-barrelled blast. Harry and Liz. An unwelcome reminder of those days when his life had fallen apart. The first time it had fallen apart. He wondered if they were still together, Harry and Liz. Surely not.

‘I know Harry’s not exactly major league but that’s one for the Special Detective Unit, Aonghus. Or Organized Crime, right?’

‘We may need to bring them in on this. But not yet.’

‘Why not?’

The background hiss in Leo’s unrested brain increased. It felt like a meteor was heading his way. It was.

‘He wants to talk to you, Leo.’

‘Why the hell would he want to talk to me? I haven’t laid eyes on him for donkey’s years.’

‘I don’t know, Leo. But you’ll have to liaise with the Pettycannon boys on this. Detective Sergeant Martin Buck is on his way to the hospital as we speak. He’ll be waiting for you at the goods delivery area out behind.’

Leo neither liked nor trusted Buck. Never had. Met him back in the good old moonlighting days when they’d soldiered together briefly as bouncers at a night club off O’Connell Street. Saw the stuff the guy was made of and it wasn’t nice stuff. The kick-backs Buck took from dealers slipping in and out of the club proved the final straw. Leo had refused a share in the takings and packed in the after-hours security game. Buck was resentful. And worried. Going to shop me, are you, Leo? He hadn’t, but made every effort to keep barge-pole distance between them ever since.

‘Jesus, Aonghus, you know I can’t stand the guy. Can’t they send someone else?’

‘Buck’s been covering the Chapelizod area for a good number of years. He’ll be up to date on Harry’s activities.’

‘I’m telling you, he’s a bloody liability.’

‘It’s not my call, Leo,’ Superintendent Heaphy said. He cleared his throat, making way for the real trouble to come through. ‘Harry was one of your IRA informants back in the eighties, wasn’t he, Leo?’

‘He was one of our IRA informants.’

‘But you were his handler.’ The super hurried along past his little exercise in self-protection. ‘Anyway, he’s in intensive care and drifting in and out of consciousness. He’s been talking a lot of gibberish – apparently there’s a bullet lodged in his brain and he’s—’

‘They found a brain?’

Leo’s laughter rang false in his own ears.

‘This is no joking matter, Leo. Listen to me.’ Heaphy’s voice went softer, squashier, nil dente. ‘Most of what Harry had to say was mad old nonsense. Apparently he’s suffering from dementia and seeing film stars all over the place. I don’t have any specifics yet but it seems he talked about a kidnapping.’

‘Harry was always delusional. Always spoofing. We never got anything solid out of him.’

In the silence that Aonghus maintained, Leo thought he heard another train. It wasn’t passing on the rails outside his house. It trundled in from the suburbs of his past, bringing ghosts.

‘What?’ he demanded.

‘You never got anything solid out of him?’

‘We never got anything solid out of him.’

‘You sure of that?’

‘We had no use for him after ’83, Aonghus,’ Leo said. ‘Check the files.’

‘It’s what’s not on the files that bothers me.’

‘There’s nothing not on the files.’

Leo’s head spun. It was too early in the morning to deal with double negatives. Especially his own.

‘So why would he look for you after all this time?’

‘How the hell would I know?’

‘Leo,’ the super said, with all the pious insistence of a papal nuncio addressing a recalcitrant bishop, ‘they’ll be putting him into an induced coma at about twelve. So you’ve a few hours to get out there to the hospital and see what Harry’s game is. Garda Dempsey’s on his way to pick you up. And Leo? We don’t want any unexploded bombs from the past blowing up in our faces. Are you with me?’

‘What makes you think there are unexploded bombs, Aonghus?’

‘Because I’m talking to Leo Woods. Because you got in deep with that lot, Leo. Deeper than you should have.’

‘I was doing my job.’

‘Listen, Leo. I’m in the running for a spot on the CrimeLink TV programme again. And I don’t want you messing up my chances, do you hear me?’

‘Fifteen minutes, is it?’

‘It’s a five-minute segment actually,’ Aonghus, clearly not a Warhol devotee, asserted. ‘But it’ll be every week for the whole season. A major boost to my profile if I get it.’

What was it with people, Leo mused, that they so longed to slip on to the same TV screen they wasted so much of their lives gaping at?

‘And, by the way, you still haven’t got that photo taken for your new ID card. I’m getting major hassle from the chief on this, Leo.’

‘The old one’s fine.’

‘You’re the only Guard in the country going around flashing an ID from the last century. It can’t go on.’ Superintendent Heaphy’s voice slipped down an octave marking, in his usual unsubtle way, the change to a milder, touchy-feely tone. ‘Look, Leo, I understand very well that . . . well, you know, given your . . . your condition . . . that it isn’t easy for you to—’

‘Piss off, Aonghus,’ Leo said and tossed his phone back on the bedside table.

He lay back on the bed and thought about Harry Larkin. Once a docker, Harry had been a block of a man with a ruddy complexion and a sandy crew-cut. Free with his bullying fists but never picked a fair fight. A coward beneath the huffing and puffing. They usually were. And filthy-minded to boot with his seedy tales of under-age seduction. A man with no positive quality in him that Leo could ever decipher. Not even loyalty to the violent Republicanism he loudly mouthed off about back then. Mother Ireland’s distress had been nothing but a front for his sticky-fingered thievery.

All a bloody twist of fortune it was that Leo had ever met the guy. Or misfortune. Such was life. Accident, coincidence, contingency at best. Harry had been Detective Sergeant Blackie Shaughnessy’s tout in the Republican undergrowth for a couple of years. When poor Blackie died of a heart attack at fifty-one, Leo inherited the fat tout. Full of bluff and bluster the big man had been back in those murky days. Knew this fellow, knew that fellow, knew nothing. Knew less than he thought about his wife-to-be Liz too.

Priority number one here, Leo thought, was to kick this into touch, over the stands and on to someone else’s patch.

He got off the bed, raised the blind a touch and looked out through the gap. No sign of the fog lifting. Literally. Metaphorically. Metaphysically. He heard the impatient honking of a car horn. Get dressed, Leo, and face the past. In the squad car down below, Garda Dempsey stared disconsolately ahead of him, ignoring Leo’s thumbs-up signal. Leo felt the manic joviality rise in him that always came when the shit was about to hit the fan in some unpredictable way.

Five minutes later he sat down on the passenger seat and almost demolished the young Guard’s mobile phone. The graphic on the back of the phone depicted a modern-day warrior above the title Call of Duty: MW3.

‘What’s this?’ Leo asked. ‘A new game?’

Dempsey glanced over at him, shrugged, sighed impatiently.

‘It’s just a new skin.’

‘New skin. Jesus, I could do with some of that myself,’ Leo muttered. ‘What’s wrong with you? Didn’t pull at Copper’s last night?’

Leo had never been there, of course, but had heard all about the place. Copperface Jack’s. The city-centre night club for rednecks. Country boys hunting down country girls and vice versa.

‘I didn’t go,’ Dempsey grunted.

‘What did you do? Stay at home playing games with yourself?’

‘I watched a DVD.’

‘Let me guess. Tarkovsky’s Stalker, or maybe Fellini’s Amarcord?’

‘No,’ Dempsey said with a dismal, conversation-ending finality.

Great, Leo thought. An insomniac and a melancholic heading to the ICU ward of a hospital early on a Sunday morning. In a fog.
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AS GARDA DEMPSEY steered the squad car into the yard behind the hospital, Leo caught sight of Martin Buck sharing a cigarette break with a middle-aged nurse. Style-wise, the time-warped detective had given the nineties and the noughties a miss. Most of the eighties too. Snowy bouffant hair, arse-huggingly tight denims, leather bomber jacket, too many buttons open on his plaid shirt.

‘Go and get yourself a coffee in the staff canteen while you’re waiting,’ Leo told Dempsey as he opened the passenger door. ‘Never know who you might meet in there.’

The young Guard shook his lowered head. He hadn’t been his usual entertainingly bluff self for weeks now. Putting on weight too, Leo noted, the rawly shaven double chin threatening to expand to a triple. The strain of introspection didn’t invest Dempsey’s features with the signs of maturity. It made him seem more than ever a bewildered boy trapped in a man’s body.

As Leo got out of the car and headed across to Buck, the nurse ducked back inside, laughing out loud. He imagined the joke had been at his expense. Or maybe he was being paranoid. Insomnia did that to a fellow.

‘Leo. The heavens opened and the NBCI gods appeared.’ Buck’s jocularity came through gritted teeth as he leaned against the wall, the sole of one sneaker propped against it, striking a pose like some second-rate rhinestone cowboy on the sleeve of a seventies C&W album. ‘Must be a pain in the hole having to slum it with the locals.’

‘You’re looking boyish as ever,’ Leo said.

‘Five days a week in the gym. Do you still work out yourself?’

Leo pulled out a packet of Consulates in place of an answer.

Buck peered in through the window alongside him. Checking out the talent, no doubt. Something else always on his mind. Always the same something. And always less with anticipated pleasure than with dark intent. Buck’s desires seemed to Leo to be rooted in contempt, perhaps even in hatred; his tales of conquest, missives from behind the lines of a dirty war.

‘Still on the John Player Specials then, are you?’ Leo asked. The kind of cigarette they advertised on Formula One cars back in the seventies when smoking was harmless fun.

‘Packed them in years ago. Still smoking that old menthol shite?’

‘They’re healthier,’ Leo told him. He snapped the tip, dropped it in his pocket and lit up. ‘What do you make of this business about a kidnapping?’

‘The guy’s raving. Some loopy shit about a film being made in the hospital. And we’re supposed to take this seriously? I don’t think so, Leo.’

‘And who does Harry imagine’s been kidnapped?’

‘Don’t have the details yet.’ Buck hid a smirk behind his cigarette. ‘Apart from the fact that you’re the leading man in this film he’s dreaming up.’

Leo changed the subject.

‘Any thoughts on who shot Harry?’

‘Not as yet.’

Two possibilities had already suggested themselves to Leo, both of which would rid him of the case. A territorial dispute for the Organized Crime Unit to investigate. A run-in with dissident Republicans could be passed on to the Special Detective Unit.

‘Has Harry been involved in any turf wars lately?’ Leo asked.

‘Not that we know of,’ Buck replied. ‘The thing is, much as I hate to give the scumbag any credit, Harry Larkin isn’t overly greedy and he’s never crossed the big guns. Kept his distance from the young guns too. The Westies, all that trigger-happy lot. Plus he’s been building up the legit side of his business for quite a while now. He’s got three pubs, two of them leased. Has a debt collection agency too. And, get this, the old bastard has an apartment in Lanzarote. The whole bloody country’s sinking and Harry Larkin’s never had it so good.’

‘What about these dissident IRA groups and their protection rackets?’ Leo asked. ‘Could they be leaning on him?’

‘Unlikely. He’s always kept his old Republican buddies sweet. Throws a few bob at them every now and then to keep them off his back.’

Judas money, Leo thought. Then again, who didn’t have to pay Judas money for one thing or another? Leo’s options for divesting himself of the case were closing down, but he persisted.

‘I’m assuming Harry’s not gone one hundred per cent legit.’

‘No, he’s still in the illegal cigarette trade. He got in early on that game. As you know,’ Buck emphasized, and grinned in response to Leo’s warning glance. ‘Counterfeit stuff from China, the Philippines, Slovakia. And brands you’ve never heard of. Regal, Imperial, 821 Reds. Cheap Whites from the Ukraine and Poland. Ever smoke them?’

‘No,’ Leo lied. Got them from his supplier Dripsy Scullion once. Never again. ‘And that’s it? Gets all his off-radar cash flow from cigarettes? What about drugs?’

That disbelieving grin again. Leo was getting tired of it.

‘Cannabis, Ecstasy tabs, that kind of thing. But small-scale, and Harry never dealt in hard drugs. As you must know better than—’

‘Listen, Martin, let’s get this straight. I was Harry’s handler for a few years in the early eighties before he decided there was no money in the patriot game and transformed himself into an Ordinary Decent Criminal. And, yes, I know his first wife died of a heroin overdose. But, no, I haven’t followed his career. If he published an autobiography, I obviously missed it. He didn’t come up on my radar when I was on the organized crime beat in the mid-nineties. We had bigger fish to catch. And that’s it, right?’ Leo dumped his cigarette. ‘We should go find Harry.’

They went inside, flashing badges and asking directions along the endless corridors and stairways.

‘Beats me how anyone got to Harry though,’ the leather-jacketed detective said. ‘He’s had The Armenian covering his rear end for years now. Baz MacDonald, the West Belfast Armenian. Know him, do you?’

‘I’ve heard the name. But do me a favour, Martin, don’t call him The Armenian. Give these guys a fancy moniker and you’re giving them some kind of perverse credibility. Call them what they are. Lowlifes.’

Buck didn’t appreciate the lecture. The old resentment flared up in his narrowed eyes.

‘Well, the Special Detective Unit gave him some credence. They thought he might be offering his services as a hitman when he came down from Belfast after the Good Friday Agreement. Seven similar MOs. Back of a motorbike. Two, three shots close in. Clinical stuff.’

‘That’s a pretty generic type of MO, Martin.’

‘Yeah, but always the same type of gun. First-generation Glock 17. Semi-automatic.’

‘But not always the same gun?’ Leo said, making no effort to hide his scepticism.

‘The PSNI up North are sure he had access to a stash of those Glocks,’ Buck insisted. Doggedly. Wanting to bite but afraid he’d be beaten with an old stick if he did. ‘Four of these shootings were in Belfast, pre-Good Friday Agreement. After that there were two in Dublin and one in Cork. The last one was in 2001.’

‘So he’s with Harry, what, seven or eight years?’

‘Since 2002. Worked security around town before that. These days he’s supposedly running the debt collection agency but actually covering the old bastard’s tail. Until last night, at least. Maybe he saw his chance to take Harry’s crown.’

‘You think there’s a chance this Baz guy turned on his master?’

‘Absolutely. They were close, but then again that doesn’t mean much in their world. The word is that Harry had more time for Baz than he had for his own two sons. Which is hardly surprising. One of them’s a deaf dummy and the younger lad’s—’

‘Don’t call him a deaf dummy.’

Leo couldn’t remember the silent kid’s name but remembered well the frightened little eyes in the rear-view mirror of Harry’s car staring out at the mist thickening over the fields on Tandy’s Lane all those years ago. And there was more – the car suddenly infused with the smell of urine, the older man swinging a backward fist and catching the child on the cheekbone. Leo had bollocked Harry but left it at that. Never followed up on the cry for help in that kid’s eyes. The boy would be, what, thirty-five or thirty-six now?

‘Show some respect, would you?’ he told Buck. Passing on the blame. Some of it. ‘What’s his name? The deaf son.’

‘Kevin,’ Buck said, his tone flattened with tamped-down fury. ‘The younger guy’s Gary. A small man with big notions.’

A young nurse ducked into a lab unit under the indelicate probe of Martin Buck’s stare. Leo saw a sign for the ICU ward at last.

‘Is Harry’s brother still in the picture?’

‘Jimmy, yeah. Still the accounts man. Launders the cigarette money through their businesses. Once a shipping clerk, always a shipping clerk.’

‘And the second wife? Is she still with Harry?’

‘Liz, yeah,’ Buck answered disinterestedly as he peered in through the porthole of the lab unit.

How had she stuck it out all these years? Leo wondered. And, for Christ’s sake, why?

Beside the staff entrance to the ICU ward was an office whose door stood open. Buck took one look inside and left the talking to Leo. The grey-haired woman wore horn-rimmed glasses and with an irritated frown snapped Leo’s proffered ID.

‘But this isn’t . . .’ she began.

A closer examination of Leo’s face softened and sweetened her. Leo didn’t want to think why. He introduced himself.

‘Detective Inspector Woods, National Bureau of Criminal Investigation. I—’

‘Eveleen’s expecting you,’ the woman said with the kind of lopsided smile she presumably reserved for the sadder cases. ‘Eveleen Morgan, the senior ward nurse. You’ll find her in the third room on your right.’

‘Thanks,’ he said.

He escaped along the corridor and knocked on the senior ward nurse’s door.

The chestnut-haired woman’s tag read S/N E. Morgan. She was neither petite nor svelte nor conventionally pretty. Instead there was an attractive fullness to her, a directness in her green-eyed gaze uncomplicated by impressions of Leo’s hang-dog appearance. He extended his hand.

‘Detective Inspector Leo Woods. And this is—’

‘So you do actually exist then?’ she said, a husk of tiredness in her voice.

‘Apparently,’ he replied, and she smiled broadly, getting the joke. Intelligence in a woman had always been an aphrodisiac to Leo. Trouble was, the intelligent ones had invariably sussed him out too soon. ‘And this is Detective Sergeant Martin Buck.’

The hungry-eyed detective grabbed his share of the doorway.

‘Pleased to—’ he began but the nurse had already turned away.

‘I took some notes of what Mr Larkin said, Inspector,’ she said as she went to her desk and fished among its contents.

‘What time was he admitted?’ Leo asked.

‘Quarter past three this morning. We’ve had a pretty hectic night. A hit-and-run only twenty minutes after Mr Larkin arrived and another patient took a serious turn for the worse.’

‘How’s Mr Larkin doing?’

‘Not very well, I’m afraid,’ Eveleen said, pushing back a lock of hair from her forehead as she searched. ‘He was already quite a sick man. Obese, a smoker, and he’d had a quadruple bypass last year. Ah, here it is.’

Martin Buck had moved swiftly to her side. He reached for the sheet of paper but she held on to it. His lust-lorn features reflected too accurately Leo’s own foolish longing. Eveleen scanned her sheet, looked up at Leo. Her eyes were speckled green. She had a late-night radio kind of voice, unhurried, companionable; it dispelled the constant static in Leo’s brain.

‘This is a list of the actors he mentioned,’ she said, handing him the sheet. ‘And the films I connected them with.’ Old Harry’s taste in film came as no surprise to him. Three shit movies. Well, in fairness, Liam Neeson was in one of them. Two and a half shit movies then. Buck peered in over Leo’s shoulder.

‘Whitney?’

They turned to Buck.

‘I presumed he meant Whitney Houston,’ Eveleen said. ‘She was in that film with Kevin Costner, The Bodyguard.’

‘Harry’s got a teenage daughter called Whitney,’ Buck told them.

The old sucking sand sensation dragged at the soles of Leo’s feet.

‘Has the family been in to see him yet?’ Leo enquired of Nurse Morgan.

‘They’re in the ICU waiting room right now. No daughter with them though. I’m quite sure of that.’

‘The Armen— Baz MacDonald’s there too,’ Buck added. ‘Last I heard. But Gary hasn’t arrived yet.’

‘Is there a CCTV camera in there?’ Leo asked. There was. ‘Martin, we should probably get one of our officers up to the Security Control Room and see if the girl shows up.’ Another thought occurred to him. ‘They need to watch out for any signs of conflict among the family. Arguments, recriminations, whatever.’

‘At your service,’ Buck said. His thin smile couldn’t hide his irritation at taking orders in the presence of a prospective conquest.

‘And we need to ring the SDU and OCU desks. See if they can throw any more light on who’d want to shoot Harry or kidnap his daughter.’

Leo turned his better profile to the chestnut-haired woman. With a slight bowing of the head and a hand gesturing towards the door, he invited her out.

‘Can you take me to see Mr Larkin now, please?’

Beside him, Buck snickered at his colleague’s old-fashioned manners and pathetic hopefulness. Snickered again at her gentle but firm rebuff as she brushed by Leo.

‘Wait here,’ Eveleen said. ‘I’ll call you as soon as he comes to. It may take a while, I’m afraid.’

It did.
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TEN MINUTES INTO the game against Peamount United and Detective Sergeant Helen Troy had already been through the pain barrier. Twice. A stitch in her side. Her calves rock solid with cramp. The air out west of the city in Newcastle seemed as rarefied as the upper reaches of the Himalayas and every breath she sucked in felt like it had less disposable oxygen in it. Around her, girls half her age zipped along in a different dimension from the one she inhabited. At thirty-four, six years out of the game was too much, even if she had been training since January.

Atletico Glasnevin were 2–0 down. The first and, possibly, the second goal had been down to her failure to rein in the carrot-haired kid who was her opposite number in midfield. All of which was bad enough but the same kid had just now grinned in bare-faced cockiness at her as they awaited a kick-out. Time you hung up the boots, the grin suggested.

Helen’s early morning optimism back at the apartment had vanished. All those hopes and plans. The money from the sale of her father’s house would soon materialize. The rent in Glasnevin would be affordable. She’d buy a small second-hand car. She’d hook up with some of those friends she’d lost along the way to Ricky’s possessiveness and her own ambition. Dress up, live and dance in the world again.

Or, more likely, fall on her arse in yet another vain attempt to tackle the redhead.

The Atletico Glasnevin keeper kicked out the ball, long and high towards the middle of the field. Helen got herself in front of her ginger tormentor. As she rose to head the ball on, she shipped a knee in the back, an elbow in the neck, and landed on her forehead. When she looked dizzily up, the kid was waltzing away with the ball at her feet. Helen stayed on the ground, glad of the rest. She gathered whatever reserves of strength she had left and passed a silent verdict on the redhead. You’re dead, Rusty, fucking dead.

Quarter to twelve but it still felt like blue o’clock in the morning in the windowless ICU ward. His third visit to the bedside in as many hours, Leo had twenty minutes at most to hear Harry Larkin out before the anaesthetist arrived. If he succeeded finally in whispering the guy awake.

Harry still had the wide girth but he’d lost most of his hair and his neck had grown scrawny since Leo had last seen him. The flesh on his arms had gone to loose folds. On the right arm, a heart-shaped tattoo shrivelled like some logo on a left-over balloon bore the name Brigid. Harry’s first wife, victim of guilt and heroin. No prizes for guessing what Liz, the second wife, thought of the tattoo.

Behind his oxygen mask, Harry made emphysema noises that spooked Leo. He’d been especially wheezy himself recently from smoking too late into the night. He didn’t know which was the worse prospect, dementia or emphysema. Dementia definitely, he thought. Your darkest thoughts, words and deeds spilling out in front of strangers. Though maybe dementia wasn’t all bad. Maybe it was better to approach the big dark void imagining that you were walking off some film set and that beyond the cameras and the lights up there on their dollies there was another film waiting for you to star in.

‘The bruises on his neck,’ he said, trying to distract himself from his dire imaginings. ‘What’s the story there?’

‘Can’t say for sure,’ Eveleen told him. ‘But we often get that in shootings. The instinctive reflex when you’re being shot at is snapping your head away. It can actually cause quite a bit of damage in itself.’

He watched her demonstrate the action. Or watched her sleek throat, the soft curls at the back of her swept-up hair.

‘Of course, it might be disease rather than injury,’ she added. ‘Diabetes, for example.’

The need to keep his voice down ramped up the frustration Leo felt.

‘Harry, can you hear me? It’s Leo.’

Eveleen stroked the big man’s hairy arm and watched the screens above the bed as though to measure the effects of her touch. The shake of her head was pessimistic. Harry, she’d already told him, hadn’t woken when the family had been in to see him. Now they were wondering why they weren’t being allowed to stay with him, complaining, suspicious. The wife especially, Eveleen reported.

Leo wished he could just slap Harry awake. The nurse’s instincts were keener.

‘Tell us about Whitney, Mr Larkin,’ she said, and Harry’s heartbeat picked up.

She lifted the oxygen mask. Beneath it lay the volcanically collapsed mouth of a toothless man.

‘Did someone take your daughter, Harry?’ Leo asked. ‘Has Whitney been kidnapped?’

Harry’s eyes didn’t open. Instead, the lids tightened and tears formed. His lips moved but all they could hear was the scratching of his lungs. He nodded slowly.

‘Why, Harry? Why was she kidnapped?’

On the screens, graphs soared, numbers increased exponentially. Harry moved his head from side to side. The gesture might have meant he didn’t know or simply meant he couldn’t take any more of whatever the embedded bullet was doing to his brain.

‘Who took her, Harry? Who were you meeting on Tandy’s Lane?’

Leo wasn’t ready for the hand that seized his forearm, for the rasping attempts at words or for the general uncoordinated alarms coming from the screens. Eveleen wedged back the fingers of Harry Larkin’s left hand. Leo’s relief proved short-lived: Harry’s right hand shot out. Tubes and needles came undone. He pointed a finger at Leo. A finger of blame it felt like, of condemnation. Leo felt the knife of premonition twist in his own gut.

‘Out!’ Eveleen ordered and called for assistance. ‘Sarah! Olive! Now!’

Leo staggered back until a bed end halted his fall. Further off, in a glassed-in isolation unit, a tragic Egyptian mural took shape. A startlingly tall grey-haired man and a long-featured angular girl with red dreadlocks stood, both in profile, hollow-eyed and motionless. Below them, a young man lay like some dead or sleeping pharaoh. A diminutive dark-haired woman in blue crouched low beside him.

Leo fished a tissue from his pocket and dabbed at the open well of his bad eye. His tears were yellowing. Infected again, he guessed. He strode out from the ICU ward doing the Eric Cantona straight-backed walk but leaving out the upturned collar bit. Sometimes you had to pretend to be purposeful before you could figure out what the hell to do next. He found Martin Buck sitting near the ICU office where they’d first checked in and giving every impression of nursing a hangover. On the pooch in some late bar last night, Leo concluded. Enviously.

‘Have you rung the SDU and OCU yet?’ he snapped.

‘Relax, Leo, I made some calls. Did Harry talk?’

‘He wasn’t able to. Did you get anything?’

‘Not a lot,’ Buck said. ‘There’s been no report of this Whitney kid having gone missing. Not from the family nor from anyone else. They’ll be sussing out their informants on the ground for anything that might be relevant.’

In the constant to and fro of doctors, nurses and orderlies along the corridor, Leo couldn’t think straight. He couldn’t find a way into this case, a kicking-off point.

‘Listen, Leo. You know the story here.’ Buck sighed, his Sunday morning gone, the rest of his Lord’s Day looking doubtful. ‘Those boys back at HQ spend their time on the shooters, the hard drugs merchants, the headline-makers. They’ve no interest in Harry Larkin. Haven’t had for a long time.’

Leo’s bad eye hurt. Late morning and already he was running out of tissues. And ideas.

‘I need a smoke,’ he announced, and they went searching for an emergency exit to the hospital yard.

Outside, the sun had emerged from behind the last of the fog. Leo turned his back to it. The heat soothed his neck but the cold breeze worked its way inside his suit. He followed the advice of Charlie Llunga, the old chief without a tribe in that UN refugee camp over in Angola. Not thinking so much as waiting for the thoughts to come. Make a silence in your head so the answers can come sing themselves. Even if you were tone-deaf? Leo thought. He popped another filter, lit up again. Smoke hit his sore eye like a bee sting. He dabbed away the poisonous tears.

‘Tandy’s Lane,’ Leo thought aloud. ‘So, Harry chose the meeting place.’

‘How do you know that for sure?’

‘When I was Harry’s handler, we always met there.’

Imponderables and variables crowded into Leo’s mind. If there was a kidnap, how long would the family hide it? Given their natural aversion to getting involved with the police, that might depend on how long the girl had been missing. Or maybe they knew what the kidnap was about? But if Harry chose the site, why the hell hadn’t he set a trap for the kidnappers? Tandy’s Lane was perfect for a trap. One way in and one way out, Leo knew, having chosen the site himself all those years ago. Or maybe Harry had been caught in his own trap?

‘We need to get moving,’ he said. ‘I want to take a look at the crime scene and you—’

‘Shouldn’t we start talking to the family?’ Buck suggested. ‘Pull them in one by one and see what we can get from them? I can start with Jimmy.’

Buck was right. They needed to talk to Harry’s brood. Which included Harry’s golden boy, The Armenian. But not yet. Even the Larkins deserved a few hours’ grace in the circumstances. Which didn’t mean that nothing of interest could be gained in the interval. The CCTV camera in the ICU waiting room came to mind. A strategy advanced slowly towards Leo out of the cigarette smoke. He told himself that this strategy wasn’t just some excuse to avoid a little longer having to meet Liz Larkin. He almost believed himself.

‘All in good time, but we can’t justify piling in on them right now. I’ll be back from Tandy’s Lane by, say, three. And presuming good old Harry hasn’t popped his clogs, we’ll start talking to the royal family then.’

Body language, Leo thought. That was where he’d start with the Larkins. The CCTV camera was too remote, too empty of emotional atmosphere to really give a sense of the Larkin family dynamic. The gestures, glances, tones of voice that reveal who loves who and who hates who. The clues that indicate how a family divides up into opposing factions because every family does in a crisis. If he and Buck went barging into the ICU waiting room, all of this would be lost.

What Leo needed was a presence in the waiting room. Not someone whose big shaved redneck head had Garda written across the forehead. No, he needed someone who looked so normal they couldn’t possibly be mistaken for a Guard. Detective Garda Ben Murphy might have fitted the bill if he wasn’t a couple of thousand miles away at an FBI training course in Quantico. No matter. He wouldn’t have been Leo’s first choice anyway. That honour went to his steady and reliable detective sergeant.

‘Name?’ the referee demanded, wavering between the red and yellow cards in her notebook.

‘Helen Troy. That kid’s been getting away with bloody murder. Where was your little black book when she levelled me?’

She’d forgotten what it was like to be at the receiving end of officialdom. Forgotten the Golden Rule: don’t provoke them. Now she paid the price. The ref chose red. Stabbed the card in the air like she was sticking it to a wall.

‘Off,’ she said.

‘Ah, for f—’ Helen began but saw the redhead stretched on the grass getting treatment for the gash on her knee. The kid was actually crying like a child. And she was just that. A child-girl. Bold and chipper but hardly deserving of the punishment Helen had meted out.

‘Sorry,’ she told the kid but got an unforgiving glare for an answer. ‘Oh, grow up, would you?’

Another false dawn, Helen told herself as she started the long walk to the sideline. She hadn’t kick-started her life as she’d hoped. All she’d done was kick a child. In the dressing room, she dumped her jersey on the table and sat for a while in her sports bra, elbows on grubby knees, hands tight in her hair. She stank of mud and sweat, and her leg muscles were setting in concrete. The effort of taking a shower was beyond her. The clock on the dressing-room wall told her that half-time was ten minutes away. She didn’t want to face the others. She threw on her green track suit. Irish Universities Women’s Squad – 1997, the crest read. Last century, she thought, and bailed out.

The bus-stop should have been a ten-minute walk away along the Lucan Road. Twenty minutes today, she reckoned, as her legs stiffened. It was going to be a long day. Nothing to do. She wished it was Monday. At least it was open country out here and the sun, warm on her shoulders, cheered her somewhat as she went. She fetched her mobile from the track-suit pocket, hoping that if by some chance she had a text message, it wouldn’t be from her brother. Or from Ricky, her ex-partner. She had two missed calls and a message. All of them were from Leo. Work. Thank Christ. She could always depend on Leo. She rang him.

‘Where are you, Helen?’ Leo asked.

‘I’m at a bus-stop across the road from Peamount Hospital.’

‘Oh. I hope—’

‘I was out here playing football.’

‘You play football?’

‘It’s in my personnel file, Leo,’ Helen told him. ‘And my personnel file’s been on your desk in Harcourt Street for months.’

‘So it is. But I don’t like to delve.’

‘It’s a personnel file, not a personal file.’

‘Yeah, well, you know me and paperwork. Listen, I’ve a job for you. Some undercover work but nothing too dangerous, mind.’

Leo filled her in on the background, passed on some broad descriptions of the Larkins and Baz MacDonald he’d got from Martin Buck.

‘The girl is small for a seventeen-year-old,’ he added. ‘Hair dyed black apparently. That’s all Buck could give me on her. Anyway, it’ll be obvious who she is if she shows up.’

He followed with a general outline of what he wanted from her in the way of observations and apologized for the vagueness of the task. He told her he’d be back at the hospital from the crime scene by mid-afternoon.

‘Who’s this MacDonald guy?’ Helen asked.

‘The Armenian, they call him, but we won’t be gracing the scumbag with a title,’ Leo explained. ‘Besides which, he’s not actually Armenian. Baz MacDonald’s from Belfast. The story is that his mother was a bright spark and went to study at the Sorbonne in the seventies. She met up with an Armenian guy there. Apparently he was part of a guerrilla movement called The Justice Commandos of the Armenian Genocide.’

‘That was against Turkey, right? The Turks denied there was any genocide.’

‘Spot on,’ Leo said. ‘So, they started taking out Turkish diplomats in Paris and Vienna. But this Armenian guy got himself shot shortly before Baz was born. A few years later, mother and son came back to Belfast. Fast forward to 1992 and Baz joins the Provos. Earned himself a reputation beyond his years apparently. When he came down South, there was some suspicion he might be working as a hitman but nothing was ever proved. That’s about all I have on him for now.’

‘Sounds interesting.’

‘The man or the job?’ Leo said, veering into that lightness of spirit she so often induced in him.

‘Both,’ she said without hesitation and they laughed – but, for Leo, laughter was always the beginning of something darker.

‘I’m relying on your instincts, Helen. And if those instincts tell you they’ve sussed you’re a Guard, get out of that waiting room sharpish.’

‘Will do,’ Helen said, the sun brightening her world and shooting Vitamins A to D directly into her veins. ‘I’d better go and call a taxi. I’ll be there in half an hour.’

‘That game must’ve started at some unearthly hour if it’s over already.’

‘It’s not over.’

‘You were subbed?’

‘Red card.’

‘My Dark Rosaleen,’ he said, and she laughed.
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TANDY’S LANE HADN’T changed much since Leo Woods had last met Harry Larkin there all those years before. Not once you got into its narrow, tree-cloistered depths. Out on the dusty edges of Lucan, it was a looping country road of two miles or so. Back then it had passed through open farmland a few acres of which had survived the more recent depredations of the developers. Along the lane, a handful of cottages and bungalows, each one separated by a discreet distance, spoke of a more civilized and private way of life. A rose-tinted glimpse of the past. Until they came to the white plastic tape marking the scene of Harry’s shooting.

Garda Dempsey pulled the squad car into the margin by a cottage front wall. They’d barely exchanged a word on the half-hour-long drive. The young fellow’s sighs had become ever more audible as they went. He clearly wanted to be asked what the matter was but Leo wasn’t good at heart-to-hearts. In any case, his thoughts lay elsewhere, in a past that had not a hint of rose to it. His wife, Iseult, in those last days of their two-year marriage. You’ve been with someone, Leo. He blushed at the memory of his old denials. I can smell her from your shirt.

‘Wait here,’ he said.

‘I wasn’t going anywhere,’ Dempsey said, dour as a winter rain shower. ‘Sir.’

‘You don’t want to rub me up the wrong way today, Dempsey,’ Leo warned, and when the young Guard made to answer, he cut him off: ‘Don’t.’

With a pucker of the lips, Dempsey turned away. Leo slammed the door and went in search of the Crime Scene crew. The shadowy lane felt colder than he’d expected. He was sorry he’d left off the thermals a few weeks back in his foolish adherence to seasons that no longer followed the old order. Then again, May had always been something of a schizophrenic month in Ireland. The Gaelic calendar, still in use, deemed it the first month of summer though the Met Office insisted it was the last month of spring. No wonder, Leo thought, the May sky didn’t know whether to rain or shine.

Up ahead, Leo saw the white Crime Scene van. He recognized the man in whites at its opened rear doors.

‘John, how’s it going? Nice day for it.’

‘We’re just packing up here, Leo.’

He was a small fellow, not far above five feet. His dark eyes had a neutral detachment about them. Went with the job, Leo supposed.

‘Can I take a look at the car?’

‘No problem. Follow me. I’ve a few bits and pieces to pick up over there.’

‘Should I suit up?’

‘No need. We’re done here.’

They moved along the sun-dappled lane, an incongruous pair given Leo’s height. The breeze that funnelled along the lane caught his throbbing eye. He fished around fruitlessly in his pockets.

‘Have you any tissues, John?’

The Crime Scene operative handed him a few, glanced up at him.

‘Looks infected, that eye,’ he said.

Harry’s car was parked driver’s side out at a rusted old gate leading to a wide green field. Same gate Leo and Harry had held their clandestine meetings at. Same field. Same abandoned construction, the grey blocks of the house still reaching waist height and no further. The house Harry had been building for his first wife before she’d died.

The car was a dusty old Audi 90, grey in colour with too many indents left carelessly to rust. Twenty years old, give or take. No flash with this Harry. No drawing attention to his bank balance. All four doors and the boot of the car were propped open. A carpet of shattered glass covered the ground below the driver’s side.

‘Car stationary when the victim was attacked,’ John explained. ‘Engine might not have been running but the battery certainly was and he had the heat on full blast. Can’t say for how long. He was getting out of the car or getting back in. His right foot was still on the ground and propped the driver’s side door. The window on that side had been opened. Hard to tell whether it was already down before the perp arrived or after.’

‘So if he’d let the window down before going for his gun, we have to
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